





MY FRIEND EDWARD

be stopped in this mild pleasure by contemporary political correct-
ness. (Besides, he truly judged people on their merits and so had no
need to worry about being thought prejudiced.) He loved such comic
ethnic distinctions as: the difference between a Hungarian and a
Romanian was that both would sell you their grandmothers but the
Romanian wouldn’t deliver. Like Mencken again, he didn’t mind
calling a Krauto-American a Krauto-American. He had great regard
for the Poles, Lithuanians, and other Eastern Europeans who had
settled in Chicago, and he much respected the tidiness with which
they kept their houses and lawns. He thought that the blacks had
been sold a very sad bill of goods that allowed them to believe in their
own victimhood. He was particularly hard on his own, the Jews; and
on pretentious Jewish intellectuals he was hardest of all.

Edward’s once great respect for intellectuals and academics had
dwindled considerably after the 1960s. More and more he tended to
think of academics and intellectuals as essentially quacks pushing
untested ideas at no personal risk. For those true scholars—Arnaldo
Momigliano, Gershom Scholem, Peter Brown, Paul Oskar Kristeller,
Jacques Barzun—Edward had great regard. But for those to whom the
least fraudulence adhered—names on request—he was merciless in
his criticism. He frequently reverted to the Yiddish words chachem and
chachema, meaning greatly learned wise man or woman, always used
sarcastically, to refer to the false wise men and women of our day. His
list of the false contemporary chachemin would put the lights out in
several major universities.

He once told me that, had he the chance of beginning life again,
he might choose a career in the military. I know he much enjoyed his
years during World War II, when he was seconded to the British army
to interrogate captured German soldiers. I, for one, am glad he was a
teacher. A life in the military might not have given him the opportu-
nity to stock his mind as richly as he was able to stock it as a university
professor. The best, though sull poor, analogy I can come up with for
Edward’s mind is that of the magician’s glass, out of which the magi-
cian takes hardy swallow after hardy swallow. When the glass is set
down, mirabile dictu, it turns out to be still full to the brim. It seemed
there was nothing Edward did not know, nothing he ever forgot: until
the very last, I never knew him to stumble in his memory of a name or
title of a book. Vast quantities of literature, history, philosophy, anec-
dotes, jokes—all were neatly filed away in his mind, which also con-
tained a mental Rolodex that began around the year 1000 B.c. with, so
far as I could determine, no names missing.

I make Edward sound a walking vade mecum, which, true enough,
in part he was. But none of this would have been of the least interest
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if he hadn’t had a mind capable of great powers of penetration and
formulation. He amply demonstrated this on serious subjects—na-
tionalism, civil soclety, tradition, collective consciousness—in his
books. But his conversation glittered with his rich verbal gifts; his
vocabulary was, for me, a continuous delight, full of surprising twists
and turns. (He was endlessly curious about the etymology of phrases
and idioms.) He might call a man “an ignorant zealot,” not a phrase
much used in our century. Scruffy neighborhood kids playing with
unted gym shoes and baseball hats on backwards he might refer to as
our jeunesse dorée. I once described an acquaintance of ours to him as
rat-faced. “Yes,” said Edward, “now that you mention it, he is rather
rodential.” Rodential—who else but Edward would have thought of
such a word, which sounds like an insurance company for mice.

His metaphor-making powers were dazzling. Sometimes these
could take an oddly—for so urban a man—rural character, as when,
in one of his books, he described congressmen as “fidgety as a hen
atop a nest of woodpeckers.” He used to refer to his friend Melvin
Laskv, whose editing of Encounter he much respected and whom he
frequently attempted to advise, “as a dog who knows seven languages
and obeys in none.” More often, his metaphors were brilliant in their
ornateness. He likened the condition of his French to a set of crystal
in a glass cabinet after a bombing raid on London in 1943 (which
didn’t stop him from reading sixteen volumes of Tocquevﬂle s letters
in fewer than three weeks).

Once, at a meeting of the Editorial Board of THE AMERICAN
ScHOLAR, on which Edward sat for eighteen years, one of the members
questioned the function of the board. She wondered if it wasn’t, in
her words, “just window dressing.” “Allow me,” Edward began, “t
take up Mrs. Trilling’s fenestral metaphor. One has a window. One
acquires a shade for it. Curtains. Perhaps a cornice. Possibly venetian
blinds. Drapes may be in order. I suppose all that is window dressing.
Yes, we, his Editorial Board, are, in some sense, Mr. Epstein’s window
to a wider outlook on the world. But you know, just because one has a
window, that doesn’t mean that one wants to look out of it all the
time. Mr. Epstein doesn’t, after all, have to refer to us, his Editorial
Board, ceaselessly.” That, I should say, is worthy of Henry James. _

The flow of wit in Edward was unsurpassed by anyone I expect ever
to meet. A rather pretentious Czech friend once told me that, in the
old days, before the advent of the Communists, his father, a high
bourgeois, never shaved himself. “More likely the truth is,” said Ed-
ward, when I reported this to him, “his father shaved his mother.”
When the University of Chicago had a rather embarrassing faculty
member who had years before gained tenure, Edward suggested to
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Robert Hutchins that the university acquire a bungalow in Gary, Indi-
ana, and make this man dean of the University of Chicago at Gary,
with no students and no responsibilities whatsoever. I called him in
the midst of his preparing an elaborate dinner for an important
figure at the University of Chicago, about which he commented: “I
don’t know why I bother. If he really cared about good food, he
would surely have left his wife years ago.” He once described a certain
intellectual to me as “a rabid anti-Communist”; then, after a perfectly
timed pause, he added, “Wait a minute—so am L.”

Edward was very generous about my own attempts at wit, and he
frequently improved on them. The University of Illinois at Chicago
was for many years known as Circle Campus, sometimes called Circle,
and I took to calling it Vicious Circle. Edward thought this quite
amusing, though he turned up the joke a full notch by referring to
the school as Old Vish. In company, he was always asking me to tell
my jokes, and I would learn that, behind my back, he was telling a few
of them himself and was giving me credit for having invented them.

Being with Edward was endlessly amusing. Once he arranged for
me to be invited to a formal dinner at the University of Chicago in
honor of his friend John Sparrow, then the Warden of All Souls
College, Oxford. At the time, I did not own a tuxedo, and Edward’s
“soup and fish,” as he jokingly called his dinner clothes, were in
Cambridge. I told him I would acquire two tuxedos from a place that
rented them. “Very well, Joseph,” he said, “but something simple, you
know—no rock 'n’ roll, no pimpery.” When I explained to the man at
the tuxedo rental shop what was wanted—two simple sets of black
dinner clothes, shawl collars, shirts, and cummerbunds—he said, “No
problem” and then proceeded to call his downtown office and ask for
“two Tony Martins.” At drinks, before the dinner itself, Edward
slipped up behind me and Whispered in my ear, “Joseph, comforting,
is it not, to know one is wearing one’s own socks.”

Edward was, as I noted earlier, 2 man on whom nothing was lost,
and the subtlety of his observations seems to me often astonishing.
“He 1s a man who often laughs but in between seldom smiles,” he
once said to me of Saul Bellow. He admired the economists of the
University of Chicago, trained under Jacob Viner and Frank Knight;
and he had spent more than half a century in the company of Milton
Friedman and George Stigler and found both to be men of superior
intelligence. But he felt that the Chicago economists, brilliant though
they could be, were insufficiently impressed with the mysteries of life.
It was these mysteries—the role of the primordial, the part tradition
plays—that most stirred him, and he struggled with the questions that
they posed till the very end of his own life. “Take me home, Joseph,”.
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